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Dennis Belcher
Skip Fox*
For over thirty years, I had the pleasure (usually) of knowing Dennis Belcher in many different roles: a counselor to my family, an outstanding practitioner at McGuireWoods, a friend, and a colleague and
mentor at McGuireWoods.
I first met Dennis in 1987 at an estate planning conference in Roanoke, Virginia that my father had put together. At that time, I was a
brand-new partner at Schiff Hardin in Chicago, Illinois, and Dennis, by
then a partner at McGuireWoods, was representing my father in a number of tax-related matters. By way of background, my father was a corporate lawyer in Roanoke who often participated in business ventures
with his clients and friends and he even persuaded his two sons to participate in some of them. My father took a rather pro-taxpayer view of
various provisions of the Internal Revenue Code, to say the least, in
determining the tax consequences of many of those business ventures.
The Internal Revenue Service would not infrequently take a rather dim
view of those positions. My father hired Carl Davis, a well-regarded tax
lawyer at McGuireWoods in Richmond, to represent him and the business ventures in more than a few audits and cases before the IRS. Carl
Davis, one of Dennis’ mentors at McGuireWoods (who was even more
stubborn in his view of various provisions of the Internal Revenue Code
than my father), in turn, brought Dennis in to handle the representation.
Dennis, as in every representation on which he worked, did a superb job
and achieved the results that my father and his business partners (and
sons) wanted from the IRS. My father, who at times was not the easiest
person to work for, thought that Dennis was one of the two or three best
lawyers that he had ever met. He often expressed this to me with the
implication as to why could I not be more like Dennis. Of course, no
one could really be like Dennis with his down-to-earth personal style
and complete mastery of the law. Needless to say, my family and I were
always grateful to Dennis for getting my father off the hook with the
Internal Revenue Service more than once.
After meeting Dennis in 1987, I would see Dennis at various bar
meetings or conferences such as the Heckerling Institute. I watched his
career from afar in Chicago as he moved up the ranks in the Real Prop* Skip Fox is a Partner at McGuireWoods LLP, Charlottesville, Virginia, and President-Elect of ACTEC.
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erty, Trust and Estate Law Section of the American Bar Association and
ACTEC. I heard about and saw numerous examples of Dennis’ superb
work in the estate planning field as he became one of the three or four
best estate planning lawyers in the country and undoubtedly the best
lawyer in the Commonwealth of Virginia and I always marveled at what
a tremendous lawyer he was.
Then in May 2004, Lucius Bracey, Birch Douglass, Ron Aucutt,
Lou Mezzullo, and Dennis approached me about leaving Schiff Hardin
in Chicago to join McGuireWoods in its Charlottesville office. As an
aside, many graduates of the University of Virginia, whether undergraduate or graduate alumni, yearn to return to Charlottesville and I was no
exception. My wife, Beth, claims that it has something to do with the
water. I was actually excited about the offer because in 1978, when I
interviewed for a summer job with McGuireWoods, they told me that it
was a waste of time since they knew I was going back to practice with
my father in Roanoke. The folks at McGuireWoods and I talked for a
while but in September 2004, I decided to decline the offer. Before I
knew it, Lucius Bracey, who was the lead estate planner in Charlottesville, and Dennis called and asked me to dinner during the fall 2004
ACTEC meeting in Pittsburgh. Lucius and his wife, Pam, and Dennis
and Vickie took me to a wonderful dinner, we discussed my concerns,
and Dennis was able to address them and to persuade firm management
to take certain steps to alleviate my concerns. Dennis, because of his
excellent management skills which resulted in him holding numerous
management positions at the firm, had a lot of clout at the firm. As a
result of Dennis’ perseverance and guidance and friendship, I accepted
McGuireWoods’ offer and became a partner in what I viewed, then and
now, as the best trusts and estates group in the country.
I was fortunate to be Dennis’ colleague for almost twelve years and
in these twelve years, I learned a lot from Dennis, albeit sometimes in
the line of Dennis’ fire. Dennis would let you know when he thought
that you were screwing up, sometimes gently and sometimes not so gently. One of Dennis’ great strengths was his ability to look far ahead and
see how to address issues about which the rest of us had no inkling. If
he thought that any one of us in the Group were off track or should be
doing something differently, Dennis would let us know.
But Dennis’ greatest gift to the firm and his colleagues at the firm
was his compassion and concern for everyone who worked with or for
him. Numerous times, I watched Dennis handle personnel issues such
as when a lawyer was not going to make it at the firm by helping that
lawyer find a new position or when the lawyer had to deal with family
medical issues and Dennis would find the right doctor to help. When I
was in charge of the Private Wealth Services Group’s budget and Dennis
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wanted a younger member to attend a conference or to be able to participate in a bar activity or community activity, Dennis would call up and
say that if the budget lacked the funds to do this or that, he would pay
for it. Having been put on notice by Dennis, I would always find the
funds somehow because I knew that Dennis paid thousands of dollars
out of his own pocket so that younger lawyers would be able to use the
funds in the budget. This is but one example of how Dennis always put
others first, be they family members, friends, clients, or colleagues.
Like all of us, Dennis was not perfect. He could be stubborn and
exasperating. He had his good days and not-so-good days. I learned
early on to call his secretary to see what his mood was in that day especially if the news that I was bringing was bad. But Dennis was a rare
leader who led people to the right results even when they did not know
that they were being led. He would often set a goal and we would all
reach that goal without realizing how skillfully Dennis got us there.
More important than anything to Dennis was his family. In my last
in-person conversation with Dennis in his office, less than two weeks
before his passing, Dennis and I discussed his transition. Dennis was
ready to turn over his clients to the younger lawyers at the firm whom
he had so carefully nurtured and become a senior statesman of the firm
and the profession. When I unexpectedly was moved to being head of
the Tax and Employee Benefits Department in 2016, Dennis actually
agreed to take over the leadership of the Private Wealth Services Group
so that he could oversee the transition of leadership of the group from
the more senior lawyers to the younger lawyers that he so carefully
watched over. He thought during our meeting that he would be able to
achieve the transition in about a year. Then, as he put it, he could spend
time at the farm in Harrisonburg with Vickie, his children and
grandchild, and friends and enjoy the companionship of a wonderful
family and the satisfaction of a successful transition. Dennis was so
looking forward to being with his family and it was so unexpectedly
taken away from him.
Dennis was truly beloved by all. After his funeral service at Grace
Covenant Presbyterian Church in Richmond, which truly was a celebration of a life more than well-lived, I ran into an elderly gentleman at the
reception. He and I discussed the service and the elderly gentleman said
that the last funeral that he had been to at Grace Covenant Presbyterian
Church that had been so well attended was the service for Justice Lewis
Powell of the United States Supreme Court. Then he added, with a
twinkle in his eye, that Dennis’ was far better attended than Justice
Powell’s.
For everyone who knew Dennis, the shock of his passing has yet to
pass. Anyone who met Dennis in any capacity was fortunate to know
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him. We all have the satisfaction of knowing that Dennis left a legacy of
a master lawyer, a consummate counselor, a concerned colleague and
friend, and most of all a caring and devoted husband, father, and
grandfather.

